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“CRIMESONG” is a very unique and interesting book to say 
the least, one that is sure to be appealing to a very diverse group of 
readers. As its title indicates, the book is grounded in a selection 
of ballads that tell non-fictional stories about a set of murders that 
have occurred in the south over a period of close to 200 years. The 
ballads provide only a thumbnail sketch of the stories behind the 
murders, the author goes miles beyond the ballads in search of 
full truths about the events that motivated the songwriters, and 
the end product is a book with 24 fascinating and totally accurate 
accounts of killings that cast some light on both the best and the 
worst of human characteristics. The author describes his book as 
“a collection of research for teachers of history, music, and law,” a 
statement that accurately describes the content of the book but 
falls way short of describing the reader groups that are sure to find 
that content interesting if not fascinating.
Because all of the crime stories in the book involve atrocious mur-
ders and the legal system’s response to them (sometimes showing 
its inherent flaws), I believe that the book should be especially 
interesting to those of us who have participated in the criminal 
justice system in one way or another (as judges, lawyers, lawmak-
ers, students, etc.), especially in Kentucky since many of the crime 
stories described in the book involve crimes committed inside our 
state. Typical of all of the stories in the book is a Kentucky story 
that shows what you can expect to find and enjoy from a reading 
of all 254 pages of “CrimeSong”:
Stella Kenney was an 18 year old Carter County girl who lived 
with her uncle in an adjoining county for several months help- 
ing him care for his sick wife. In response to her father’s re-
quest that she be returned home, the uncle used a horse and 
buggy (in 1915) to transport her back to Carter County. On 
this trip toward home, the girl was struck in the head with a 
hatchet and killed, with the uncle claiming that the murder 
occurred during a robbery that had been committed by two 
unidentified men. After discovering that the victim was preg-
nant at the time of her death and that the uncle had contacted 
a doctor seeking abortion medicine, the prosecution charged 
the uncle with what a local newspaper called “the most hor-
rible crime ever committed in Carter County.” The uncle was 
tried six times for the murder (twice in Carter County and 
four times in Lawrence County) before finally being con-
victed and given a sentence of life imprisonment.
Professor Underwood left no stone unturned in his search for de-
tails about this murder (and its ballads), perhaps best evidenced by 
the fact that he found that one of the defense lawyers in the case 
was a young man from Louisa, Ky., named Fred Vinson who would 
one day join the United States Supreme Court as its Chief Jus-
tice. What he did with respect to this story (searching and study- 
ing court records, newspaper stories, books, and anything else he 
could find), he did with respect to all of the stories in the book. 
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“CrimeSong” is a well-researched, well-written, and highly in-
teresting portrayal of human tragedies that made their way into 
ballads that speak of both the best and worst of our human nature 
(love, betrayal, jealously, anger, and violent responses). It chroni-
cles in meticulous detail the legal system’s response to these trag-
edies and in so doing fulfills the need for a clear historical record 
of important events that now rest in darkness because of the pas-
sage of time. It should be a most interesting read for anyone who 
finds pleasure in the reading of murder mysteries. And it should 
be an even more interesting read for those who have connections 
to the justice system and interests in observing the law’s response 
to some of its toughest problems.   
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